Selection of Foods
for Criteria Related to Safety

As discussed in Chapter 2, microbiological criteria can serve several
purposes. They may give an indication of safety of a product; they may
reveal breaches in good manufacturing and handling practices; they may
tell something of the keeping quality or shelf-life of a product; and they
may reflect suitability for special uses such as canning, infant feeding, or
long-term refrigerated storage.

Every microbiological criterion specifies some kind of test. A criterion
may require the absence of certain pathogenic organisms or their toxins
from a specific quantity of the product. Such a criterion is routine for
Salmonella spp. in milk chocolate, milk powder, dried eggs, and other
ready-to-eat products that have a history of Salmonella contamination.
Normally foods are tested for pathogenic or toxigenic microorganisms
only if there is reason to believe they may be present. For example, cheese
that is suspected in a staphylococcal food poisoning outbreak may be
tested directly for enterotoxins. Similarly, a low-acid canned food that is
suspected of being underprocessed may be tested for Clostridium botu-
linum or its toxin.

However, microbiological criteria that are aimed at assuring safety often
rely on tests for organisms that indicate a possibility of hazard, not the
hazard itself. Coliforms in drinking water, for example, often indicate a
failure of the purification process with the possibility that sewage and
therefore salmonellae or other intestinal microorganisms might be present.
Excessive numbers of fecal coliforms in raw shellfish also may indicate
sewage contamination and the presence of pathogens. Large numbers of
coagulase-positive staphylococci in cheese, fermented sausage, or frozen
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